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OOIHG:
This is tape one.
I'm talking to Andy Wallace at the
N.C.T.A..
And i t ' s Monday, February 27th.
This is a
project of the Kentucky Oral History Commission and Western
Kentucky University.
And we're talking about Sarah Gertrude
Knott

So,

and the National

Folk

Festival.

if you could begin by telling me how you came to become
associated with Sarah and the Folk Festival,
maybe, a good place to start.

that would be,

AW:

Well, O.k..
I first met Sarah—I can't pinpoint the year
because i t ' s been too long ago.
But i t was in the early
'60s.
My guess would be 1962 or '63.
I was a young folk
singer, quote, unquote.
She liked what I did.

KG:

What did you do?

AW:

Well, I played traditional
music.
And she was always
National Folk Festival and
met her in the capacity of
was

also

music.
A variety of traditional
on the lookout for people for the
for projects of hers.
So I first
a performer.
But from early on I

interested in what was behind festivals

and events.

And I was organizationally oriented.
I was a founder of
the Folklore Society of Greater Washington, which dates back
to 1964.
This is our thirtieth anniversary.
And from
fairly early on we shared offices with what was then the
National

Folk Festival Association.

Sarah.

1346

Connecticut Avenue on the seventh floor.
Actually, to be
more correct, she, they had—it was a tiny little two-room
office.
And they let the Folklore Society use i t .
So I
knew Sarah through that connection, too.
And she was
involved—there were some events that were co-sponsored
between the two organizations back in the '60s.
I performed
on the National Folk Festival in nineteen sixty—a couple
times.
Like '66 and '67, or '67 and '68.
At that time I
began to meet some of the other people who were associated
with it, too.
I was very active in, in the music scene here
in Washington through the Folklore Society of Greater
Washington,
I began working with traditional musicians back
then.
I worked with a wonderful mutual acquaintance of
Sarah's and mine named Grant Rogers who was a balladeer from
upstate New York who also performed on the National Folk
Festival.
Harry Seemson.
A number of people.
050And I would, you know--I admired what Sarah was doing.

But the way I really got involved was I got a phone call.
Meanwhile I'd done some other things.
I*d hooked up with
Pete Seeger in 1967 on a project called the Sloop
Clearwater,
The Hudson River Sloop.
I was one of the

original crew on that. Sarah was real interested in that
project. We built this huge sailboat and sailed it from
Maine to New York City doing concerts along the way.

As you

probably know, Pete had a long stay—as a matter of fact,
the festival—I know at the '67 festival which I performed
on--it's an interesting story.
Pete was also on that
festival, or he was invited to be on it.
It was in
Syracuse, New York and it was co-hosted by—it was the
hundredth, the centenary of the National Grange, the rural
farm organization.
And I went up there to perform on it

along with some other—George Simpson who was on her board
at that time.
John Putnam.
A couple of other people.
And
Pete was there.
And I had already known him but that was a
chance I got for three days to hang out with him.
The
reason I got to hang out with him was that i t was held at,
at the Municipal War Auditorium in downtown Syracuse, the
festival was.
And the V.F.W.—that was during the height
of, you know, Vietnam.
And, Pete was a very controversial
figure at that point in time.
And the V.F.W. picketed the
festival, the auditorium, and essentially delivered an
ultimatum to Sarah,
That if he appeared on the festival,
they were gonna do everything they could possibly could to
disrupt it.
It's one of the few occasions that I know about
where

Sarah backed down.

to perform,

She went

to

Pete

and asked him not

basically.

HG:

Hmm.

AW:

He stayed at the festival.
I mean, I mean I wasn't present
when the discussion happened, obviously.
So I don't know
exactly what she said to him or how she couched i t to him.
It was a practical decision on her part.

One thing I do know about Sarah based on my personal knowledge of
her and also, as I'm sure Joe has gone in in great detail,
you know, I'm pretty familiar with the history of this
organization.
She was basically non-political.
Though she
was a superb politician.
She didn't choose sides
politically, by and large.
Not in any orthodox fashion, you
know.

You couldn't label her,

I

don't think,

as a

Republican or a Democrat or anything.
She was single-minded
in what she was doing and she didn't care [laughs] what your
lOOpolitics were.
If you had a good song or fit her mold of, of
what she wanted to work with, then to hell with everything
else.
She didn't care.
You know, she was not a part of the
liberal left,

that whole folk music movement.

And there're instances—an example of that is,

Not at all.

is that

though Pete appeared on the festival many times over the
years—I don't know when his first appearance was, but off
and on, he had known Sarah since the '30s.

And had appeared

many times off and on. But so had Burl Ives. And Burl
Ives, among the liberal leftist intelligentsia—I don't know
whether you're familiar with due to what happened during the
McCarthy era.
Burl Ives, basically, when a lot of those
folks were called up in front of the House Un-American
Activities Committee,

Burl Ives named names.

He was one of

the few people who did.
And the rest of those folks never
forgave him for that.
Which is why Burl Ives was a big name
in the

'40s and

'50s in folk music and then,

as a

folk

musician, totally disappeared.
You know, became an actor
and a whatever, but he was no longer a part of that scene at
all.
And it had to do not with music but with politics,
with, with what happened.
HG:

Did Sarah continue to have him on the program?

AW:

Yes.
And there was an award named for him right up through-as a matter of fact, i t ' s interesting because another

student doing research on a longtime participant in the, in,
in the festival who is named Adelphena Logan, a Onondagan
Indian who appeared on the festival for many, many years.
She was the last recipient of what was called the Burl Ives
Award which was an award which was given each year at the
festival to somebody.
You know, an outstanding exemplar of,
you know, traditional music or dance.
And that continued
right up 'til—he didn't appear at the festival in later
years because he'd dropped out of the scene, but—I mean,
she didn't go along with, you know, like she continued to
name this award after him for, which I assume he endowed to
some small, small extent.
Since actually he lives, or

lived,

right on the Eastern Shore here.

I'm not
HG:

I

don't

think

AW:

I'm not

sure.

HG:

I

AW:

At any rate.

HG:

--think so.

So,

AW:

Is he still alive?

even sure.
so.

don't—

'60's.
You got a phone call.
This was, you said,
more involved because you got a phone call.

you became

Yeah.
In—I don't know how much background Joe has filled
you in on.
As Sarah grew older she became less able to

manage the organization on an organizational level. And the
festival got—frankly, it got more and more irrelevant to
what was happening.
Newport Folk Festival came along and
ISOtotally revolutionized festivals and then a host of others
after i t .

And the National was kind of left in the dust.

It was in deep financial trouble, the organization. Sarah
at that point was—what would she have been? In her early—
you would know that.
I think in her early seventies, I
would say,

in 1969,

1970.

HG:

Sounds right.

AW:

She was increasingly unable to cope.
But, being Sarah,
wanted to run the thing with an iron fist.
Not an iron
fist, a velvet glove.
But it was a one person operation and
she was increasingly unable to cope.
She had—there was a
large board of directors of the organization as there always
had been.
And a couple of people on this board took the
initiative.
There were two people in particular, who worked
for the Department of Interior and National Park Service
fell in it.
Both of them were Kentuckians.
They had both
known Sarah for,

since the

*30s.

One was Sutton Jett who

was, I forget his exact title.
He was an assistant or
associate director of the Department of Interior.
Another
fellow was named Harlowe Dean.
And he was an old—actually,
I believe he'd known Sarah since they were kids, virtually.
He worked for

the Park Service;

I

don't remember his exact

title, but he had spent a fair portion of his career, before
coming to the Park Service he had worked for Columbia
Artists' management in New York.
So he was, he was what I
call an impresario.
The two of them, essentially, they felt
the organization was real important.
That i t was the oldest
organization in the country that had been dealing with this.
It

came out

of

t h e i r native

state.

Simultaneously, Wolf Trap was just starting.

This was the first

year of Wolf Trap, the National Park, or the next year would
have been.
But they knew that the organization had to
change, in order to survive, and in order to do—they wanted
the National Folk Festival at Wolf Trap.
But they knew that
as it was at that point, that wasn't gonna work.
Either, as
far as programmatically, the quality of the festival, or
organizationally.
So what they essentially did was cut a

deal with Sarah.
They basically, to put it bluntly, forced
her to retire.
They gave her an honorary title which was, I
200forget.
HG:

Consultant or Founder/Consultant.

AW:

Yeah.

Founder.

It's in the program books and all.

it was something like that.

Yeah,

But they got her to step down

in exchange for a cooperative agreement with the National
Park Service, which still exists today.

That was how that

cooperative agreement came back, by. It was personal
contacts on the part of Sarah with these two people in the
Department of Interior. That's how, how that relationship
began. They brought in, Harlowe Dean brought in a man named
Leo Bernache.
HG:
AW:

Oh

So Harlowe Dean brought in Leo Bernache?

Yes.

It was Harlowe Dean who was responsible for Leo

Bernache ending up—he was an old cronie from Columbia
Artist management.
HG;

Right.

AW:

They had both worked in the same office there.

HG:

Nice

AW:

He brought in Leo as executive director of the organization
At which point my troubles began, or almost.

HG:

Now, by now you were more than just a performer?
working—?

AW:

Well, I—ever since '64 I'd been heavily involved on a non
profit—I was, had served virtually every office in the
Folklore Society of Greater Washington which was a very
active organization.
We produced a lot of concerts.
We
produced a little festival called The Getaway.
We cosponsored events, as a matter of fact, with the National
Park Service.
We had a Lincoln's Day, back in those days,
program at Ford's Theater.
We produced a Labor Day program
down at the, on the Monument grounds.
We were real active
in those days.

And,

of course,

connection.

You were

folk music and all i t s ramifications was a

whole

lot more visible in, in the 1960s than i t is today.
Particularly in the late '60s.
I mean, i t was everywhere.
You know, i t was, i t was America's pop music there for a few
years.
We weren't at the pop end of it but we were, you
know, we were doing events that large numbers of people came
out to.
Thousands of people.
So I was known as an
organizer, also.
But what—Leo came in.
And i t quickly became apparent that he
may be able to run the organization, or not as i t turned
out, but he didn't know anything about folk music.
Or how
to produce folk music events.
His background was Columbia's
Artists management and a long stint with Fred Waring and his

Pennsylvanians as a singer.
His background was not—it was
popular music.
It, it wasn't anything to do with folk or
traditional culture.
He didn't know anything about it.
250So, Harlowe talked to Sarah and Sarah recommended that they
call me.
Which they did.
And there—ironically, there was
another project.
That was in 1971. And the ostensible
reason for the call was, there was a project called
Humanosphere which the National Park Service was putting
down on the Mall where the Vietnam Veterans Memorial now is.

It was a huge, supposed to go on for a year, kind of
ecology fair, that the National Park Service was going to
sponsor.
And that was the immediate project that I was
brought in to work on with the understanding that I would
also work on the Festival.
Put the Festival together,
because Leo had no idea of how to put a [laughs] festival
together.

HG:

Was Sarah back in Kentucky yet or was she still here?

AW:

Sarah was s t i l l here at that time.

Oh,

she remained here

for, for quite awhile.
No.
She was not coming into the
office on a daily basis but she was s t i l l in Washington.
At any rate, this organization, about three weeks before i t was
supposed to open on the Mall, the Nixon White House got wind
of what i t really was, which was to their mind a bunch of
subversive leftist hippies in the National Park Service.
Subverting the Nixon agenda and they canned the project.
Just overnight.
The word came down in a day that this thing
was, was to be canned.
I then got detailed to work full
time for the National Folk Festival Association.
And I,
that's how I got involved and I remained involved until

1976.
They were the transitional years of the organization.
We underwent—I could talk for hours about what happened
over those four or five years.
Because there was this whole
structure and group of people who were in place and had been
in place for thirty years, for thirty-five years.
And
that's what we inherited at that point in time.
And over
the next four or five years i t was a question of changing
that.
Keeping some of it.
Getting rid of large segments of
300it that—and going through that process with Sarah, was a real
interesting process—
HG:

Tell

me

about

Sarah.

AW:

--because we had very different—

Well,

she was, as I said—for one thing, to understand her at all
you have to understand that this organization was everything
to her, as far as I can tell.
She lived, eat, slept, and
drank the National—it was here life.
As far as I can tell,
she had no other life.
She was a stunning woman in her

younger days and evidently, rumor has it, had numerous
proposals of marriage. She just, she was married to the
organization, you know. Or the only other person she was
really close to in that sense was her sister, Ruth.
HG:

Her s i s t e r

AW:

Sister—

HG:

Gladys.

AW:

Gladys.

Ruth?

Pardon me.

No, Ruth is—Ruth O'Brien was another

old friend of hers.
Then there were all these players who
I, who I got, who I had met over the years when I became
involved.

A

lot of the older board members.

A

lot of

people who, who were her confederates who'd been involved
with the organization.
Some of them, for instance Arthur
Campa, was on the, on the board.
Teaches at the University
of Denver.
Or taught, he's long dead.
He performed on the
thirty—actually, I think he performed on the '35 National
Folk Festival.
whether he was

Ben Botkin.

So at
on the

least on the second.
f i r s t or not.

The great folklorist who I

I

don't

know

did work very closely

with, because he was president of the board during the
early, right up until he died.
Wonderful man.
Was out of
favor in, during those years among the folklore
establishment, though he's come back in.
I think now people
are beginning to realize what an incredible man he was.
He
was, he was the first great popularizer of American
folklore, really.
His, his anthologies and collections were
what put the real stuff out there in front of the American
public.
And an old friend of Sarah's.
HG:

So Sarah—let's go back to,
performing on the festival.

like, '64 when you were
Can you describe a little bit

about—
AW

Well,

i t was a

HG

I'm sorry.

AW

'66,

HG

Yeah.

'67,

l i t t l e later than that.

'67

What was the festival like?

350AW:
The festival had become—largely, what i t was dominated
by was costumed dance groups.
Many of them performing to
canned music.
Performing to tapes.
Many of those groups
had been on the festival for twenty years, thirty years.
Or
their descendants in some cases.
You know, a whole other

i>

generation.
It was—the Lindsborg Swedish Dancers from,
from Lindsborg, Kansas.
It was, you know, the—Bronislaus
Matuse from,

from Milwaukee, Wisconsin.

Polish groups.

was always a heavy Native American contingent.
from Oklahoma.

Cherokees.

It

Kiowas from,

Lots and lots and lots of them.

Then there was, there was not a lot of what I would call
bona fide traditional music at that point in time.
There
had been in the '30s, in the earlier days of the festival.

Though Sarah never had a real discriminating way of looking
at

You're,

that.

I

don't

think she drew—I

don't--

you obviously are familiar with her background; you know

what she came out of.

She did not come out of folklore or

that discipline.
She came out of theater.
[Laughs]
Which
is a whole different—I mean, she appreciated—I mean, she
understood the importance of grassroots expression.
But she
was more of the school—she liked i t 'theatered' up.
She,
because that was her background.
I mean, she—if you read a
lot of her writing, she's always talking about the
authentic.
This that and the other thing were the real and
there are, you know—I have read thousands of pages of
Sarah.
Which is basically a handful of things said over and
over and over and over again, is basically what Sarah's
writings are.
Eloquently expressed and expressed a thousand
different ways, but the same basic thoughts.
It's the 'I
400Hear America Singing.
I See America Dancing.'
You know.
And
there were less and less as the years went—of course in
1933 i t was easy, the stuff was a whole lot more visible,
even then, than it was in 1960.
You had to dig for i t
[laughs] a lot harder in 1960.
The real thing.
HG:

Mm-hmm.

AW:

There were some, she'd have the occasional singer.
You
know, she, you know, she'd have a ballad singer.
Or, or two
or three ballad singers maybe representing different
traditions on,

on the festival.

You know,

she'd have

somebody from North Carolina and, you know, she'd have a
couple of old-time fiddlers on the festival.
And she'd
have, you know, maybe somebody from the Adirondacks of New
York.
She had lumberjacks from Michigan for many years on
the festival.
Singers from Sailors Snug Harbor in, in New
York.
Sailor Dad Hunt was, was a regular on the festival in
early years.
Basically, whoever she could cajole in coming
on the festival.
And here was the other catch, for nothing.
[Laughs]
Or who would—now I'm not sure and i t ' s an
interesting question which if you ever find out in your
research I'd love to know.
In the early years of the

festival, i t wasn't just her.
Major Pickering.

She had a business manager,

HG:

The mysterious figure.

AW:

Well, we had his son—we know, Joe knows where his son is
and, as a matter of fact, he came to the fiftieth National
Folk Festival.

I want to know more about—

And we did a

roundtable,

which was

interesting.
But there was a business manager during those,
she wasn't trying to handle the business for many years.
And whether—I don't know whether ever performers were paid
or their expenses were paid to come to the festival,
450But by the '50s and '60s I know they weren't.
Nobody was.
You had to pay your own way, which if you're at all familiar
with any kind of show business, the old axiom is largely
true.
'You get what you pay for.'
That a lot of the
groups, there were some good ones.
There were the old
loyalists who, because they loved Sarah and, you know, some
of the dance troupes were quite good if that's your dish of
tea.

But

a

lot

just people who,

of the musicians

and the

other s t u f f were

to get up on a stage, were willing to pay

to do i t .
And that doesn't usually get you real high
quality.
And Sarah, she relied on mostly a network of
people doing fieldwork and that dropped off considerably.
That the people she relied on in the earlier years, some of
them—George Pullen Jackson.
Vance Randolph.
Some of the
greatest fieldworkers who have ever worked in folklore.
HG:

Mm-hmm.

AW:

Those people you'll note, if you look at the boards of
directors over the years, they start to disappear.
Some of
them still hang in there.
But there's less and less of
people of that caliber in terms of people bringing genuine
traditional artists to the festival.
And you find directors
of dance troupes replacing them on the board of directors.
Not entirely, but, but there is a pattern there that
happened.

When I took over the festival, which wasn't--! mean, I started
out with the—I basically took Sarah's place.
I started out
with, with the title 'Program Coordinator' and then within a
couple of years was 'Program Director' which was [unclear]
title.
But basically it was—the first thing we really did
was re—, totally restructure the board of directors again.
And, and bring in people, frankly, of the caliber that she
had had when she was starting out.
We
SOObrought a number of people who were really doing some, some
real—Dick Spottswood from, who spent years at the Library
of Congress.
And is one of the leading authorities at
digging out traditional music,
Mike Seeger, Charles Perdue,
A whole bunch of people who—Jim, Jim Griffith from, from
Arizona, you know.
We restructured it with people who
really knew what was going on out there.
The thing that

made i t all work—the first thing we did was start paying
people.
HG:

Do you really think that that's what caused the decline in
the

AW:

*60s?

I think—not entirely.
Not entirely, because you can pay
people and they can be awful, too.
That's not [laughs], by
no means is that the only reason.
But you're sure not gonna
get the best trad—the other thing is, I hate to say it, but
this is a fact.
That, by definition, when you have that as
a criteria, well then you're ruling out a large part of who
the folk really are in this country.
They can't afford to
pay their way across the country to go to some thing
[laughs].
You know.
I mean, not that folk music or, or
folk culture is, is strictly a class thing, but there's
certainly a heavy element of that in i t .
That is, who
creates a large part of i t though not entirely.

One of the areas,

for instance,

wasn't there at all,

the most glaring thing that

not that Sarah did not have a

prejudiced bone in her body as far as I

could tell.

she was white and,

But her idea—

and from the South.

Albeit

neither was there ever a blues singer on the National Folk
550Festival from 1935 to—[laughs]
Yeah.
You know, W.C. Handy
is probably the closest thing you'll find to a blues singer
that ever appeared between, from, from the beginning up to
the late '60s.
She had the Fisk Jubilee Singers and the
Hampton-Sydney Choir.
That was, basically, the African
American music that, that was on the, you know—that were
huge areas of i t which just weren't represented on the
festival.
That's not an area she, though she did J. Mason
Brewer, who was one of the early African American
folklorists

or scholars was

on

the board for

a

number of

years, but, I don't know.
I, I can't say why that was but
there were large areas of what I'd call 'gutsy' music that

just weren't on the festival during,
those years.
HG:

O.k..

So,

during,

during all

so tell me more about Sarah the person,

that you

knew.

AW:
END

She was single-minded.
SIDE

She was—

A

BEGIN SIDE

B

OOIAW:
She knew how to assemble a diverse crowd of people around
her and she knew how to get out of them what she wanted to
get out of them, which is basically the art of politics.

10

She was a voluminous correspondent.
She wrote, sat at—
that's mostly what she did.
You know, she, she fired off
letters.
She would s i t in her office and—well, I*m, I*m
assuming that's what she did.
Of course I never sat in an

office with her, as such, but I got many of her letters
during the early '60s.
I mean, she did used to—she*d,
she'd drop me a line.
She was also good at exchanging.
She'd say, she send you a note saying, with the words of a
song scribbled on a napkin, saying, 'I think this would be
good for you.'
She did, I mean I've seen, looked through—I
mean, that, that was—she, she did that with lots of people.
People were sending her stuff all the time, suggestions
about

stuff.

She was a, she was a dynamo.
Even in, you know, even up through-I guess I last saw her in '76.
And she wasn't in good
health.

And,

and she'd started to fail.

a dynamo.
She was s t i l l full of ideas.
years with her, and I was, you know, in,

with her.

But she was s t i l l

The transitional
in steady contact

I don't remember exactly what year she went back

to Kentucky.

Actually,

she didn't hang around here too

long.
I know, I think it was like maybe a year after—you
could check, but I—she probably moved back, my guess is, to
Princeton was,

was in

'72.

Somewhere around there would be

my guess.
I don't think she could stand being around here
because it was changing.
And I think that was very painful
for her to see that.
To see her baby in somebody else's
hands.
And to see radical changes happening to it.
And
they were.
They were radical changes.
And I think that,
that bothered her.
It hurt—she, she saw her baby slipping
away.
She saw that control slipping away and that was, that
was

difficult

for

her.

I had a good relationship with Sarah right up to the last.
But
she knew I was doing things that she wouldn't have done.
She didn't, you know, get on me about it personally.
She, I
think she knew that, that this had to have come.
That,
that, at one point.
But it didn't make it any easier for
her.
Probably another reason why I think she got out was—
the painful task fell to me, personally, because I was the
one sitting in the office.
To Leo some too, but I, mostly
to me.
There were all these people who had been on the
OSOfestival for thirty years and just assumed that they were
going to continue to be on the festival and I
them no, that things are changing.

had to tell

What we did, we didn't—it wasn't one year it was this way—it
was, in the sense that, yes, the 1971 festival was radically
different than anything that had gone before. As a matter
of fact, the festival was about seventy percent blues and
black music. And I ' l l never forget Sarah's whole—she and.
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. \S?

and her, Gladys, her sister, and some of her other older
friends, Ruth Vick O'Brien who was on the board, too, and an
old friend of hers, were all sitting in the front row of the
Filene Center when this woman, Zula Van Hunt, her name was.
And she was a porch singer from Memphis,
She was, she and
her daughter were both on the festival.
Zula was at that
time, I don't know, maybe sixty-five years old, and had on a
blonde wig [laughs].
And did, she sang in bordellos for
years [laughs].
Came out, hit the microphone with a kind of
music that had never been there and you could hear the

collective gasp go off across the front row [laughs].
This
was new stuff and, and things were going to be different
than they'd been in the past.
HG:

Do you think Sarah saw the folk arts as a wholesome
influence in that sense,

AW:

in that—

Oh, absolutely.
And, I don't, and I'm not saying that she
said, felt what we were doing was wrong either.
I, I never
got that sense.
I never got that sense from her at all.
But

as

we weaned o f f

some

of

the

stuff—now

those

were

at

the first two, three years at Wolf Trap.
We did s t i l l have
a folk dance component and a handful of those groups did
continue to come to the festival.
But many fewer of them
than had come in the past and a lot of the ones that had
come in the past had to be told, 'I'm sorry but, no, you
can't do i t . '
And I think that what happened was that a lot
of those groups were on her.
I mean, they weren't calling
us up, beyond the ones when they were told.
But they were

calling her up and putting pressure on her.

'Can't you do

something about this?'
And, of course, she couldn't.
Which
is one of the reasons, I think, coupled with the fact that
she couldn't do anything about it, why she elected to back
to Kentucky.
Of course, she'd been in Washington for quite
some time.
I mean, that—she was basically a Washington
resident.

HG:

Oh.

She lived down at

3000 Connecticut Avenue.

Right by the zoo.

AW:

Yep.
That's another one of my enduring memories of Sarah
was one, at one point during the '60s.
I can't remember
what the occasion was but I — I don't even think, though I
did visit Sarah in her apartment a couple of times.
In this
particular instance I think I just happened to be, I lived
in Upper Northwest.
I think I happened to be just
lOOcruising down Connecticut Avenue, going out towards the Circle
when a l l

the

traffic

screeched to a

halt.

And there was

Sarah Gertrude Knott, right out in the middle of Connecticut
Avenue where she had decided to cross the Avenue, just
holding up traffic.
When she wanted to cross the street she

just strode out into the street and stopped cars.
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And they

stopped.
HG:

[laughs]

AW:

And she sauntered on and got to the other side of the thing
and—she was

a

remarkable woman.

HG:

Well, I know you*re limited on time.
you*d like to add—

AW:

There's probably all sorts of other stuff
you were coming in.

HG:

I know.
I*m sorry.
if that's possible.

AW:

Sure.
Sure.
Because, I mean, I'd, if I got to thinking
about it, I could, I could probably think of all sorts of
stuff about her and interchanges with her.

HG:

That would be great.
Let's end this session here,
And thank you very much.

END

OF

I*m sorry

INTERVIEW
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Is there anything

I

didn't

realize

We can talk again sometime.

then.
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OOIHG:

O.k.,

that's better.

This is—

AW:

Got

a

level?

HG:

Yes

I

do.

AW:

Good.

HG:

This is tape two of a conversation with Andy Wallace.
It*s
Tuesday, February 28th, and we're in the N.C.T.A. offices in
Silver Spring, Maryland.
This is a project of the Kentucky
Oral History Commission and Western Kentucky University.
And we're here to talk about

Sarah Gertrude Knott.

Yesterday when I left you, you said that if you had more time you
could think of lots of things to tell me about Sarah, so,
I'm very hopeful.
AW:

Well, we'll see what comes out.
Because actually,
had lots of time to think, but we'll see.

HG:

Where

AW:

Do you have any particular questions?
I mean, i t might be
more helpful, since you're in the thick of this and have
been working on this, if you have specific questions about
her.
Due to the—you've been delving into this.

HG:

Yes.

AW:

Are there any particular things about Sarah and her
relationships with other people that puzzle you?
That—

HG:

I hear conflicting things about her persona, about—when I
mention her name I never just get a 'Hmm.'
You know, yeah.
I always get some kind of a reaction that's quite strong.

AW:

Right.

HG:

One way or the other

AW:

Which certainly says she was a very strong personality,
which she was.
Right up to the last.

should we

I haven't

start?

I've been delving in and,

unfortunately—

So—

,a3

HG

What do you think it was that made some people have the,
more of a negative reaction?
Some people have a very
positive reaction.

AW

She—I don't know that Sarah had, I don't think she had what
you would call 'enemies'.
Maybe your experience tells you

differently, but I never got that feeling.
But I did have
the feeling, because she was so single-minded, she had—a
phrase occurred to me.
I was thinking a little bit about
it.
And, and Sarah had a phrase; she had a number of them.
But one that sticks in my mind as to what she was doing.
And I think if you've read a lot of her writings, you'll
come across this one constantly.
It was 'to tell the
story.'
That's a phrase that she used a lot.
It was her
personal vision of what this whole, her life's mission was
all about.
And I don't think she had too much in the way of
second thoughts about i t .
Most visionary people don't.
Neither does Newt Gingrich.
You know, people don't have
doubts about what their vision is.
They see the world in a
particular way and they're convinced that's the way i t is.
And I think Sarah was very much that way.
HG:

Can you talk a

AW:

Sure.

HG:

As the story.

AW:

Sure.

little about that vision,

The National

Folk Festival

about what she saw?

embodied what

that

OSOvision was.
And in a way, we talked a little about this
yesterday.
From my personal standpoint, the way I see her
relationship to the field of folklore.
I think she did have
an intuitive grasp of folk culture.
But I think i t was
colored by her background in theater.
I think that she saw
in—I'm not sure 'romantic' is the right term, though there
were certainly elements of that in what she saw.
But she
was into the staging of folk culture, of traditional
culture, more than she was into the authentic presentation
of i t as i t really exists.
That was both her strength and
her weakness as far as I'm concerned.
I think Joe may share
that feeling with me.
She was the pioneer in presenting
folk culture to mass audiences.
Before this, these
traditions and, and things had existed only in their own
little communities in the context of their culture.
People
outside of that culture were not aware of these traditions,
by and large.
There were—the National Folk Festival wasn't
the

first

festival.

There were

festivals

in the

southern

Appalachians.
There were, I'm sure, in other traditions
had, had festivals, too.
But they were within the culture.
HG:

Mm-hmm.

AW:

What

the National

Folk Festival did was

take

all

these

different cultures and put them on a stage.
They were
staged.
And i t was presented to people, by and large, who
were not from those cultures.
Sure, incidentally there were
people from those cultures.
But that isn't basically what
was happening.
Basically, i t was presenting a cross section
of a l o t of different t r a d i t i o n a l cultures to an audience
which wasn't familiar with a lot of these cultures.
And to

do that, she staged i t .
And she went after things—it was a
mix.
Some was very authentic.
Because—we talked
yesterday.
Particularly in the early years, I think.
A lot
of the presentations were very traditional.
But they got
'stage-ier' as the [laughs], as time went on.
She went more
for choreographed dance groups who took elements of
traditional culture.
But they consciously changed them and
choreographed them and staged them to make them presentable.
HG.

Audience—

AW:

There were people—still are.
This hasn't changed.
It's,
it's gotten much more sophisticated and complicated
lOOover the past sixty years.
There's still a split in, in the
field of folklore about this whole issue of to what extent

do you stage as opposed to present exactly as i t is or as
close as possible to the context in which a tradition exists
versus altering it, changing it.
They even used—I've seen
photographs and, and slides in the early years of the
festival.
She used scenery because of her theatrical
background.
On stage, you know.
Props and scenery on the
stages, which is virtually never done today.
But that was
part of, of the way in which she perceived—she perceived it
as theater. And there were people who, who thought that was
a good thing.
But there were other folklorists who didn't,
who felt that this was, you know, messing with traditions in
a way that wasn't beneficial to them.
I think that's were a
lot of the, the disagreement with Sarah came about.

I also think that—she wasn't a compromiser over things like
that.
She had her vision and this is the way she was gonna
do it [laughs]. But—the fact that people disagreed with
her, that was o.k.; i t didn't bother her that, I don't
think, overly, that they disagreed with her, but neither was
she going to do it their way.
She was going to do i t her
way.

And that,

that makes for,

when i t ' s a

forceful

personality, which she was, putting that forth, then, yeah,
I think that's where a lot of the mixed reaction you get to
her comes

from.

personal level.
you know,

with,

And I

don't think much of i t was on a

I think it had more to do with the prof—,
with the substance of what i t was she was

dealing with rather than—I don't think people personally

had anything against her.
In that sense I don't think she
had enemies.
That usually goes beyond professional stuff;
it goes to personal stuff. And I'm not aware—of course I'm
not, I don't, I wasn't around for that first thirty years or
so that she was dealing with people.
But in the fifteen
years or so that I did know her I never, never got any sense
of, of personal deep-seated animosity to her.
But she
exasperated [laughs] a lot of people.
She wasn't real easy
to work with, I don't think, on, on a personal level either.
Because of the fact that she was so single-minded.
150HG:

How did,

the,

how did she run a

festival when—walk me through

through the festivals that you performed in,

in that

way.

AW:

I only—that—my experience with that is, is limited.
I
only remember, I only was really involved with one or two.
And my recollection of them—of course she was also much
older when this was happening and I think that, that made a
difference.

They were chaotic

[laughs].

HG:

More chaotic than your average festival when—

AW:

Yes,

yes.

Very definitely.

For one thing—but I'm not,

I'm

not sure what to attribute—Sarah was in a certain sense,
for want of a better word, at least in, in later years,

somewhat scatterbrained.
You know, she wasn't an organizer
about--she was brilliant at, at knowing who she wanted.
And
I've, she's not—I've worked in festivals for over thirty
years and, and been involved in one way or another with just
about every major folk festival.
She's not unique in this.
There are various kinds of, of organizers who go about
things—some people are brilliant conceptually about knowing
who they want, programmatically.
They can see a vision of,
of the program and how it goes.
And they know how to get in
touch with all of the various people that they want to come
to a festival.
And that's the first stage in festival
organization is, is that end of things.
But some people,
and I think Sarah fits more into this category, that's their
strong point.
Then there's a million other things you gotta
do once you do that [laughs].
You know.
You've gotta house
people and feed people and transport people and, and take
care of their needs.
A festival is really a miniature, i t ' s
a temporary and miniature community but i t has all of the
needs that a city does.
I've often, I like that analogy,
because you really are—you're building a miniature
community for a very finite period of time and you have all
of the infrastructure things you have to deal with that an
urban planner does, in a lot of ways.
That wasn't her
strong suit.

But—

HG:

Did she—she didn't pay her, her performers so she didn't
put them up—

AW:

That was one thing, is—she didn't, she just—yeah.
She
didn't have to deal—I mean, they have a hotel and somehow,
I don't even remember.
I mean, how that whole thing of,
there were, got worked out.
You paid for the hotel rooms.
I don't even remember it.
It may have even been that, you
know, there was a hotel and they set aside a block of rooms
but you—my recollection though, I could be

200wrong on this, was that she'd tell you what the hotel is and
you had to call up and,

and make the arrangements.

HG;

Mm-hmm.

AW:

And the program itself as I recall, was kind of worked out.
In the early years, it was very—because it was theater it
was very well scripted.
And they had a printed program that
said, you know, ten minutes for this.
She also was into
very short segments, which is very different than the way
things, most festivals work now.

HG:

Mm-hmm.

AW:

A ballad singer would come out and sing one or two numbers.
And a dance troupe would come out and dance a dance.
And
then somebody else, you know—they were, they were for the
most part very short segments, five, ten minutes.
Maybe
fifteen at the most.
And lots, twenty different things may
appear in the course of an evening.
That's incredibly
complex to do.
Of course, the technical—today you
virtually couldn't do it.
Or, or—because of the technical
requirements of, of groups today.
It would be virtually
impossible to do that.

In the '30s and '40s i t was simpler technically in that you
basically had a microphone, or two.
And that served for
everything.
You know.
A group would come up, a string band
would come play in front of one microphone.
Today, you need
ten microphones in order to do that and you have to move
them for each group.
Because each group is different.
That
didn't

use

to be

the

case.

So

on a

simpler and enabled that to happen.

technical

level

i t was

But it was still, by

the time I was associated with i t , that was somewhat chaotic
at the festivals.
Trying to move all these—and also the

num—, sheer numbers,
I'm sure you saw the photograph in
Joe's office of—I forget what year that was.
Nineteen
forty-something?
But the panoramic shot of—that's just the
participants—!

HG:

Right,

The auditorium—

AW:

—in the National

Folk Festival.

Kiel Auditorium i s where

that was taken, right.
In St. Louis.
Huge numbers of
people.
Because of the fact that she had all these large
dance groups, the scale of, of participation was huge.
Hundreds and hundreds.
Sometimes a thousand people would be
participating in the festival.
Of course that also gave
250you, gave her, and this is part of what the old National Folk
Festival was about.
Certainly the one that I went to, the
one I remember best, which was that Syracuse festival in
*67.
The participants made up a large section of the
audience.

HG:

I was going to ask you about audience.
And,
saw as her audience, and who actually—

and who Sarah

AW:

Well, she saw as her audience, she clearly saw as her
audience the public as a whole.
This was not her—I don't

think—that was part of the vision.
It was not a targeted
audience at all. And she was, in the early years, very,
very good, I think, at enlisting the media.
Which in those
days was the newspapers.
Was, was—and The Washington Post,
in fact, was, was a sponsor in Washington during the years.
The St. Louis Post-Dispatch in St. Louis.
Media—and, and
I think if you check back you*d see that in, during, up
until the *50s, the years when the festival, or early '60s,
when the festival did,

tended to do runs in cities.

Like

we're doing now.
We're back to doing what the National Folk
Festival, where the festival would come do three years in a
place and then move on to someplace else.
That wasn't the
case in every case but there were runs as I remember of the
festival in one place.
And in, in a lot of those cases she
got the local newspaper, the big newspaper, in the city as a
co-sponsor of the festival, which was a brilliant publicity-that, that solved the problem of getting—and that was in
an age when everybody read the newspaper.
HG:

Right.

AW:

That that got the word out to the public as a whole; it
wasn't targeted towards a specific thing.
I mean, that was
one of the major changes, I think, that happened in the '60s
was

that

the

f i e l d became--

It's kind of ironic in one sense, folk music finally became for a
brief, for a few years, a major form of pop music in
America.
For a couple of years it was probably the dominant
form or right along with a couple of other ones.

The

Beatles and some other stuff, but—you know. Bob Dylan and
Joan Baez and people like that were major pop figures.
That
had never been the case before.
Other than, you know, the

300Weavers in 1951 before they were blacklisted- On one hand it
was, the music became popular music.
But in another sense,
the audience became much more targeted than i t had been

before.
It was popular music but popular music is aimed
towards, more than anything else, a very specific age group,
you know, which is the young. Most all forms of mass
popular music are, are targeted towards the young.
They're
targeted towards people from, you know, fifteen to twentyfive, basically.
And the industry basically targeted that
group of people during the '60s and produced, out of which
the whole cultural revolution that happened in the '60s and
all.

Folk music was very much a part of that.

Well that was totally at odds with what, with where the National
Folk Festival was and where Sarah was at that point in time.
You had a seventy year old woman who, with her vision
[laughs], which she'd done for thirty years trundling along
there.
And that's what I meant yesterday when I said that
the

festival

had become irrelevant in a

certain sense.

And

in those years, those last few festivals that Sarah did—I
mean they, the audience was fairly negligible.
You know,
they weren't, the festival was losing money every year.
Because there wasn't any major source of support for it.
I
mean, there wasn't—ticket sales were, during those years,
those last few years, that's, that's about the only money
there was.

And the occasional

donation

from a

board member

or something like that.
There was no foundation money to
speak of.
The last major sponsor of the festival—I could
be wrong on this because I wasn't intimately involved.
But
the last major one that I know about was, was probably The
Washington Post.
Up through the year—that was, I forget
the last year, early '60s maybe.
HG:

Mm-hmm.

I'm just wondering about the development of the folk festival
audience in general.
About the, that there seems, there was
an enculturation process, that there are people who go to
folk festivals,

and how much Sarah had,

if

350anything, to do with—I mean, since she founded this folk
festival with the—the development of an audience for folk
festivals in an urban setting.
Since the folk festival
generally, you know, takes place in a city.
And she's
bringing, generally, a lot of rural traditions—
AW

Mm-hmm.

HG:

—to the urban—if you could talk a little bit about, about
that as folk festivals go.
And what folk festivals do about
bringing rural traditions to an urban audience and what
Sarah had to do with creating that.

AW:

She had a

lot to do with creating the phenomenon.

I mean,

the festival and its spin-offs, because there were a niimber,
several spin-offs of the National Folk Festival in the early
years.
Though I only know of one that endured, and still
exists, which is the Florida Folk Festival.
HG:

Mm-hmm.

AW:

And that was—Sarah also had, because she was a visionary,

she had disciples.

One of the major ones was Thelma Boltin,

in Florida, who I knew and worked with, who was a character.
And that festival was a spin-off, a direct spin-off from
the National

Folk Festival.

There were a

number of others.

I don't know that any others, I don't think any other ones
are, are still around.
And I'm not familiar enough with the
history to know exac—I don't remember that—there was one
in Kentucky, I think.
There may have been one in, in the
Denver area.
Most of the other ones, I think, were fairly
short, short-lived, though I'm not sure of that.
But the Florida Festival s t i l l exists.
Though i t ' s changed
somewhat.
But only recently.
Because Thelma passed away
not that many years ago and, and ran i t up until she was in
her eighties, anyhow.
HG:

Sort of just like Sarah in a way,

really.

AW:

Very similar.
Very similar personalities.
There were other
ones—actually another interesting kind of semi
400spin-off of, of the National Folk Festival concept, and a
festival which flourished during the '60s and '70s on a
small scale was a

festival called Fox Hollow,

which was in

upstate New York.
And it was a family festival, run by the
Beers family, who were on the National Folk Festival for
many years.
From at least the '50s, may have been the '40s,
up through—actually, they were on, they were on, I had them
on in 1971.
They were, they were, that was the last year.
They were on that festival.
But that festival—their vision
of, of a—it was called the Fox, the Fox Hollow Family
Festival.
That's, that was an important—the concept of
family, I think, was very important with Sarah.
Because I
think they got that from, from her, basically.
That vision.
And a lot of the people who appeared on that festival
during its heyday were people who had appeared on the, on
the National Folk Festival over the years.
There were a
number of family groups that, that had been regulars on the
National Folk Festival during the '50s and '60s.

She—you're right.
The National was an urban festival.
I don't
think any of them that she did were not urban festivals.
I

think every single one of them was, was in an urban area.
A
big urban—you know, fairly large urban city.
Ironically,
that's one of the things that changed a whole lot in the
'60s is, when you think of the famous folk festivals, none
of them are urban.
Or started out as being—they, most, a
lot of the big ones that came about were located in centers
which, in places which had access to major population
centers.
But the actual festival setting itself was not
urban.
That's a, that's a major thing that
450happened.
I think i t ' s complicated and I think this is
something that—it's a doctoral thesis, really.
Because you
raised—it's a, really—the point you raised, I think, is a
really interesting point.
And that is, precisely, what role
did the National Folk Festival play in the mainstream of, of
festivals and, and bringing folk culture today?
In other
words, is there a direct link, you know, from 1933 or '34 to
now in what happened? And I think in one sense there is,
because Sarah—certainly, many of the people who were
involved with the festival over, over the years were major
players and influential people.
But in another sense,

I

think i t ' s a

sidebar rather than a direct

line, myself.
And I've—because what happened—I think the
National Folk Festival was very important in the '30s and
'40s and still some in the '50s, but it became gradually
more irrelevant in the field and in what was happening.
It
became less important rather than more important as time
went on.
I think i t was historic in the '30s, that i t was
very important. And it fired a lot of people up in the
'30s.
And if you look at a list of the people who were
associated with it in the '30s, they were the movers and
shakers in,

in folklore and folk music.

And

SOOthey were in, in a lot of ways, the people who created the
field as a public field, as a presenting field, rather than
as, as before that, folklore had been an adjunct of, of the
English department in universities.
And that's what i t was.
That's all it was, basically.
It was a branch of
literature.
That changed.
And, and in the '30s, and I
think that the National Folk Festival was one of the major
reasons why it changed.
It was her pulling in George Pullen
Jackson and, and Vance Randolph and Arthur Campa and on and
on.
And Zora Neale Hurston and—I mean, i t was a who's-who
of people who were the pioneers in the field of, of—and

also moving it into, out of just being in the English
department and into being, and into the social sciences.
But if you look—as time went on, that became less and less

true.
And with a few exceptions.
Ben Botkin being a
notable one.
Those people dropped out as time went on.

And the second group of people, the people who really pushed it,
who created what we have today, were only tangentially

involved.
Pete Seeger, for instance, who did maintain some
connection with it up through the '60s.
But the phenomenon
that created i t and started what we have today began with

550the Newport Folk Festival, which was originally staged,
actually, by a jazz musician, not a folk musician.
Not
somebody who had initially strong ties to the world and had,
had, had virtually no connection with Sarah.
George Wein.
And the people he had around him during those days, Pete was
one of them.

The Lomaxes,

who never had any real

connection—I mean, they knew--obviously, they knew Sarah.
But I never—maybe you know better.
I never have detected
any strong connection between the Lomaxes and Sarah and the
National Folk Festival.
They were kind of were at arms
length, I think.
HG:

Joe Hickerson and Guy Lodgson did suggest I
Lomax

talk with Bess

Hawes.

AW:

Bess would be fascinating to talk to.

HG:

But—

AW:

Because she, obv—for one thing, she lived through that
whole period.
You know, certainly the *40s and *50s.
And
certainly, she knew Sarah.
But I, I'm guessing.
But I
don't think there was a strong connection.
I mean, yes,
they corresponded with her and whatever.
I—may have been
on the board.
Alan may have been at some point, but I
don't—probably he was, because everybody in the world was
at, at one time or another.
But not a long standing close
connection, I don't think, with the organization.

END

Absolutely.

SIDE A

BEGIN SIDE

OOIHG:

B

—shows up, unfortunately,

on the tape.

O.k..

Theodore Bikel?

AW:

Mike Seeger.

Who were--Ralph Rinzler.

The great mover and

shaker, even though he was younger.
Ralph was really the
one, with, with, working with the other folks, who shaped
Newport Folk Festival.
George Wein was the producer.
But
Ralph, from early on, was the brains behind i t .
Although
i t , this was the '60s and there was a board, of course.
And
they were all highly vocal people.
I mean, he didn't

singlehandedly do it.
But it was a different set of players
is my point.
And they owed little or nothing to Sarah and
the

National

Folk

Festival.
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And Newport was what spawned festivals as we know them today,
including the National Folk Festival today.
I grew up on
Newport.
I also, I, I*m in a funny position because I*m one
of the very, very few people who has a foot in both camps,
that I

did know Sarah.

I was on the Nat—,

you know.

Respected her, admired her, though in those days I thought
what she was doing was largely irrelevant.
But that's,
that's part of i t and I, I took over the festival from her
[laughs].

I have great respect and admiration for the contributions she
made to this field.
But by the time I became involved in
the organization, me and the other people I was working
with, many of whom were—we were far more influenced by what
was happening with Newport and, subsequently, Ralph Rinzler
went from Newport to the Fes—, to the Smithsonian
Institution to found the American,
Folklife.

That's

the

other

the Festival of American

festival

that's

had—it's

a

combination of those two, really.
But i t all came out of
Ralph.
Newport was obviously a hot, a much more commercial
festival.
Newport—you know, one of the—

A sidebar to this whole thing, but I think a very important one.
When you got into the '60s, you got into a question which
still rages in folklore circles, in applied folklore with
festivals.
And that is the distinction between bona fide,
or whatever you want to call it, traditional artists, people
who are born and raised in a
and what

the

academic

culture and tradition bearers,

folklore

field calls

'revivalists'

or

'folkies' or whatever, you know, label you
OSOwant to put on that.
That's a distinction which, to some
people, is very important.
I t ' s a distinction which Sarah
did not make at all.
I don't think she grasped the
difference in a certain sense.
That, to her--and it's, i t ' s

kind of ironic in a sense.
I have very mixed and complex
feelings about this whole thing, as a lot of us do.
Because
I started out in this whole thing as a singer, as a
performer, and spent years doing that before I fully moved
into the other side of things.
HG:

Mm-hmm.

AW:

In a certain sense Sarah thought that the song was more
important than the singer.
The dance was more important
than the dancer.
She didn't care [laughs] what—if she
liked the way you sang that song she didn't care whether you
were born in Appalachia or Washington, D.C.; it didn't, i t
just didn't occur to her.
I don't think that that's, was a
significant difference.
That became, and s t i l l is, to a lot
of people, a fundamental difference.
And i t was Newport and

after it, the Festival of American Folklife, that really
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brought all that to the fore and defined it as being—
Newport had both.

And when you think of when the public as a whole in popular
culture thinks of Newport, and it's also a battle which
those of us in the field had been fighting since the 1960s.
If you mentioned 'folk music' or 'folk singer' to the
average American person, what they think of is Joan Baez;
Peter, Paul, and Mary; The Kingston Trio; The Limeliters.
People like that, who have no ties to any tradition at all
[laughs].
They're, they're popular singers.
They may be
great artists, but what they did was, was borrow a, a batch
of material and use i t and popularize it.
Or, or in a lot
of instances, songwriters.
People who are creating new
material.
Newport rose to fame based on those people.
That's who brought 50,000 people to the Newport Folk
Festival.
At the same time, Ralph and Bess and a lot of the
people who were on that—Mike Seeger and all those folks,
were bringing for the first time, and this is the
difference,

to mass audiences.

The National Folk Festival never had an audience of 25,000 people
sitting out there.
The Nat—even in its glory years, the
National

Folk Festival was held in auditoriums which held

two, three thousand people.
Newport was a whole different
phenomenon.
Newport was a mass festival.
Newport drew
audiences of hundreds of thousands over three days.
And had
nationwide media coverage.
There's virtually
lOOnobody, even if they didn't go to it, who grew up in the '60s
who has not heard of

the National

Folk

Festival.

HG:

You mean the Newport.

AW:

Pardon me.
The Newport Folk Festival.
Very few people.
They may have never been to it; they may despise what i t
stands for depending on their political visions.
But
they've heard of i t .
They know what i t was.
And they know
who Bob Dylan was and Joan Baez was and those, those folks
who were at i t .
On the other hand, if you ask the average
person, say in their sixties, [laughs] whether they ever
heard of the National Folk Festival, in ninety-nine out of a
hundred cases

the

answer

is

no.

At

l e a s t not

from t h a t

era.

More people know of the National Folk Festival since 1970
than knew about i t prior to 1970.
But at the same time that, that Newport rose to national
prominence with the stars of folk music; the Dylans and the
Baezes and the Peter, Paul, and Marys and the Pete Seegers;
i t was bringing to that festival, due to Ralph and those
kind of people, a whole different group of traditional,
truly traditional performers at a level which the Nat--which

12

not since the '30s, I don't think, or the early '40s, the
National Folk Festival, and whole genres like blues which we

discussed yesterday, which the National had never presented.
It was bringing these people and putting them on a stage in
front of 25,000 people. And it turned some of the—I've
never been the same since.

That's what got me to spend the

rest of my life doing this, was that.
That phenomenon of
seeing Mississippi John Hurt on stage at Newport, and a host
of other people from a host of other—it was a very odd mix.
It was a very odd mix.

And i t had its, both good points and bad points.
There were some
spectacular moments on that stage and there were some
h o r r i f i c moments.

There were

some

times when—because

this

was new; this was brand new.
What they were doing there was
not what Sarah did.
And they weren't, i t wasn't theater and
staged the way i t was.
They would, you know, bring some
ballad singer from Nova Scotia or somewhere who'd never been
outside of their community of two hundred people and stick
them on a stage in front of 25,000 people after Joan Baez.
There were instances in which i t worked, which is a
mind-boggling concept.
And, and the most eloquent,
strongest statement of all about just how incredible
traditional music can be is the fact that somebody who never

has been out of their own community and never sung for
ISOanybody other than their neighbors can stand up [laughs] in
front of 25,000 hippies and mesmerize them.
There were
instances when that failed miserably, too.
Because the
people were freaked out, totally out of their culture and
their context and couldn't handle

it.

But it was Newport that was the cutting—that did those
experiments. And some—and they learned. All of us who
were there learned a whole lot from that about what you can
do and what you can't do with,

with folk festivals.

It was

a much more of an experimental type of a thing.
And out of
that came, out of that six years, or eight years, of
experimentation at Newport, Ralph then went on to the
Smithsonian and started the Festival of American Folklife,
which developed a whole new concept of, of how to deal with
it which had been started at Newport.
After the first few
years—well,

stars at it.

the Festival of American Folklife never had the

It didn't have Joan Baez and Peter,

Mary, and those kinds of folks.

Paul,

and

It did have, in the early

years, revivalists, or people who performed traditional
music but who weren't necessarily from the culture.
I was
one of them.

I performed at,

at the Festival of American

Folklife several times in the early years.

Though that was

never an important part of it, it, it was an element.
But
after a few years, as the academic discipline and, and, and
degreed folklorists became more involved in that festival.
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they drew a much harder, much sharper line and distinction
and since around *75 or '76,

there are no revivalist

performers on the Festival of American Folklife.
Their
criteria is, is people from cultures and traditions.
You
have to have been born and raised in a

culture and a

tradition for them to present you.
It*s, it's their vision
of what i t is they're trying to do. And it's a very diff—
my point is it's a very different vision than the vision
that

HG:

Sarah had.

But Sarah had to be aware of these new models

that were

coming out of Newport and—I know she was aware of the
Festival of American Folklife because she wrote about i t .

AW:

Mm-hmm.

HG:

Do you know what she was thinking about it?
how she

Yep.
Or,

you know.

felt?

AW:

I—

HG:

Whether they influenced what she did at all?

AW:

I think, and this is where—yeah, sure.
Because this, this
was the period when I knew Sarah best, and was working with
her.
When all this was going on.
And i t ' s
200kind of the irony of i t is, she put i t all through the Sarah
filter.
[Laughs]
The way I can put i t .
Yes, she loved the
Festival of American

Folklife.

And

I

don't

think t h a t

she

saw i t as being radically different from what she was doing
or had tried to do, though i t was.
But she just saw i t as
more of

the

same.

HG:

She wasn't analytic about it?

AW:

No.
That's my point.
I really don't think on an—Sarah was
not an intellectual, God bless her soul.
She was a
visionary.
She was a highly intelligent woman.
She was not
an

intellectual.

I

don't

think—she

surrounded h e r s e l f with

intellectuals, many of them.
That's who her board most—not
entirely, but a lot of the people.
They were scholars and
intellectuals.

But

she

left

that

to

them.

That's not what

she was and it's—I really don't think,
I don't think she
analyzed any of those—as I said earlier, I just don't think
she made

those

distinctions

thought i t was irrelevant.

in her head.

I

think she

She knew what she was doing,

her mind.

HG:

Mm-hmm.

Did she talk much at all about the early days of

the festival when you knew her?
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Did she—

to

AW:

No, which is interesting.
No.
She was not a dweller and
that's—no, I don't think she was—she wasn't nostalgic.
She didn't dwell on the past.
She was very much a here-andnow person.
You know, it was 'What can we do now, to do
this?'

Oh,

No.

sure.
I mean, I had, because I was young and wanted to
learn, I, I questioned her about—sure, I would ask her
about, about the past and, and various individuals.
But,
no.
Like, like most strong—I mean, as an aside, you know,
the major difference I've noted and as I get older—that,

you know, a lot of my heroes are, are older, are, are older
people.
Particularly people who, in their seventies and
eighties and even nineties, and I'm going out on tour with
one of, with a couple of them in a couple days.
People who,
who reach an, an older age and life is, life is exciting.
They don't retire; they keep that—working is,
250is vital to almost all of the people I know who live, have
lived to a ripe old age.
It's work, however you define
that, which I define very broadly, that keeps people young
and vibrant.
That if you decide to retire at the age of
sixty-two, that's kind of, sort of a statement that life's
over.
Now you're just gonna lay around and wait.
And Sarah
was not that way.
And also nostalgia and the whole looking
back is, is a part of that phenomenon, I think, of retiring,
of people that I know that have retired.
They then stop
doing whatever they spent their life doing and spend the
rest of their life looking backwards instead of looking
forward.
And I don't think she was that way at all.

HG:

Did you ever ask her questions about why she never had blues
singers? Why, you know, things that you—

AW:

No.

HG:

—changed about the festival?

AW:

No.
I, I—it wasn't my—who was I at that particular—?
You know, I was in my twenties at that point.
No.
For one
thing, even though I knew, because of what was going on, I
knew how painful the whole thing was for Sarah, the
transition.
And i t was.
I have no doubt about that.
I,
and I saw Sarah upset on occasions over what was happening,
though I can't pinpoint real specifics of that for you.
Maybe because I've blocked i t out, because I don't like to
see people, you know—that I and the people around me were
doing some things that she didn't, maybe, fully understand
and, it was, it was an incredibly traumatic thing for her to
be wrenched away from—forced, which she was.
She was
forced out of that thing and she knew i t .
I mean, she
wasn't that self-delusioned that—I mean, she, she knew that
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she had been forcibly removed, with great respect and love
by the people who did it, too.
It isn't that, I mean, this
wasn't a power play to get rid of her.
It, i t was a move to
ensure the survival of the organization and, and what i t was
she had spent her life doing.
And I think she was, she
understood that.
I'm also absolutely convinced that she
understood that.
She was enough of a visionary to know
that's what was happening.
If the organization was gonna
survive and, and her vision was going to continue, that this
had to happen.

But i t didn't make i t any less painful for her, to see i t
SOOhappen and have to turn over her life's work to other people.
Who were not necessarily gonna do with i t exactly what she
would've done.
But I think i t was, i t was less just the
fact of, of the changes which—I'm sure she understood that,
that she did see some of the changes and, and knew i t ' s not
what she would have done and she didn't fully approve.
But
I think i t was less that than just the fact that this was
her life, that this is—that i f she had her druthers, she
would've done that ' t i l the day she died.
She would have
run

the

National

Folk

Festival Association.
taken away from that.

Festival

and the

National

Folk

It was a wrenching experience to be

HG:

O.k..

AW:

So what was left, that you brought up yesterday,
think she held onto to the end, was the book.

HG:

You want

AW:

[pause]
I don't know that there's a lot to say about it; it
was, other than the significance of the book, was not the
book.
Which never really had any possibility of ever being
published.
It wasn't, it just wasn't there.
But I, I think
i t had tremendous significance to her life and all of us—I
was tangentially involved.
And, and the people who were on
the board or around, the handful of people.
George Simpson.
John Putnam,
Board members.
Who actually were, there were
several transitional board members, board members mostly
from this area who had been associated with Sarah for quite
some time.
Since the '50s, maybe early '60s, who stayed—
and a couple of other people you should talk to, actually.

HG:

Names?

AW:

That I can give you names.
Who were—one particular, which
I ' l l give you right now.
Priscilla Urner.

HG:

Talking to her tomorrow.

to talk a

the thing I

l i t t l e about the book?
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AW:

O.k..
Very important person to talk to.
As, you know, as
far as knowing Sarah personally, she can give you probably

much more information than I
350person.
HG:

She

AW:

Exactly.
And they were,
dynamo of a woman,

HG:

She seems—

AW:

I,

can,

about Sarah,

the

knew Sarah from 1943.

they were very close.

I haven't seen Priscilla—God,

She's also a

she must be getting up

there.

HG:

Seventy-seven?

AW:

Yeah.

A lovely woman.

But she was on our board and I

had

to deal with her.
She is very much out of the—well
actually, she's run a spin-off festival, for years.
May
s t i l l be going.
HG:

Northern Virginia.

AW:

Northern Virginia, yeah.
Which is very much a spin-off of
the old National Folk Festival.
Very much so.
That, that
was its model, was Sarah's National.
Yeah,
Priscilla is,
is what I'd call another one of those disciples of Sarah.
But there was Priscilla.
John Putnam, who passed away
several years ago.
George Simpson, who also passed away in
a rather grisly way.
Jumped in front of a Metro.
Committed
suicide.

HG:

My goodness.

AW;

But,

they were old—had been on the board of,

of the

National for many years. And continued to be up through
late, you know, mid to late '70s.
So they were part of the
transitional board.
But they, amongst others, there were
probably a few others.

They're kind of the ones,

and God

bless 'em for doing it, who kind of nurtured Sarah along on
the book, and made her feel that the book was important.
Even though [finishes in a whisper] they knew it wasn't.
And they knew it wasn't going to happen.
They, of course,
never told her that.
But they encouraged her.
Because she
had to work and, and they, you know—it was the feeling that
this was important.
That this compilation of—Sarah just
wasn't organized enough to, to get i t together.
And I'm not
sure—I mean, I, I read i t back then, but i t was a
400hodgepodge.
It wasn't a true festival handbook.
But I, I
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wouldn't underestimate its importance to her, because I
think it was what kept her going for that last six, seven,
eight years.
When did she pass?
It was '82?
'83?
HG

Either

'82

or

AW

Yeah.

HG

I'm not sure.

'83.

I

think

'83.

I'd have to look at my notes.

Did you ever talk to her about her, her ideas about recreation
and folk dance

AW:

and folk music and recreation?

Well, that, that was—yes.
I mean, and that comes back to—
right.
The other thing, we've mentioned theater, but the
other field that she came out of—and i t ' s the field that,

incidentally, Priscilla Urner spent her life working in—is
recreation.
And, and the, the image of—no, that's a good
thing you mentioned that because that's, I think that's
super important.
And was with Sarah in the whole concept
of, of what, what this stuff; this song, this dance, this
whatever, what place it played in a person's life and I
think that's what it was.
That's precisely what it was in,
in her mind.

In the best sense of the word.

Also if you look at—I mean, and, and that comes back to theater
because if you look at the roots of the word 'recreation',
re-creation, you get theater.
It's the re-creating of
something in life but changing it and putting it into a
different notch.
In, it's—and that's one of the main—
also, you know, distinctions that kind of left her behind
and where the field of folklore—that's not the way those of
us who'd been working in the field for the past, you know,
in this field of producing festivals and tours and
450stuff—only in a, in a very rudimentary way do we look at i t
as being recreation.
Though in a sense, in, in, in the case
of many, many—most traditional artists, on a certain level,
that's exactly what i t is.
It is not what folks do for a
living.
HG:

AW:

Mm-hmm.

It is what they do in their spare time.

recreation.

Which is

But we don't regard it as being quite as simple

as that, that i t just can't be compartmentalized into the
same as you go bowling.
We—well, no,
I mean, that is the

recreational kind of thing.

You know,

it's there alongside

bowling and softball.

HG:

And Sarah saw i t as,
culture

and use

you could borrow something from one

it—
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AW:

Absolutely.

HG:

—for recreation

AW:

Precisely.

HG:

You know,—

AW:

Precisely.

HG:

—in your own day to day life.

AW:

Yep,

exactly.

it's,
HG:

That*s a very good point,

And t h a t ' s where

i t ' s different for some of us.

Mm-hmm.

Did she

ever

t a l k about

the whole—we

talked about

the fact that she didn't really see a difference in
presenting revivalists or interpreters versus—
AW:

And I think you just, you just put your finger on why.
I
think that's, that's the simplest and probably truest
explanation for i t right there, is, is that if this is a
recreational activity, well why on earth not?
Which also, I
don't have any problem with, obviously, since I've been
doing i t all my life [laughs].
I don't have any problem
with that idea at all.
Not just recreational, either.
And,
and I personally have, have very strong feelings,
I don't
agree with folklorists who say there's a hard and fast line
there.
I, I think they're wrong.
I don't think life is
SOOthat simple.
I don't think that most human beings are that
easily categorizable, in America today.
We don't live in a
peasant society.
We all have access to a huge range of
culture.
Nor is there any such thing anymore as, as
unadulterated tradition, virtually.
Not here.
It doesn't
exist.

HG

But you would say that Sarah had a lot to do with—I mean,
when you think about the wide range of things that we have
available to us now that she brought, things to the public
that

had never been

seen before.

AW

Absolutely.

HG

She

AW

Early on,

HG

She talked a bit in some of her writings about radio and,
negative terms.
That i t was going to have a bad effect.

talks

a

little—

particularly.
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AW:

Well, that was, on the one hand—and this is, this is kind
of ironic, too.
Though in this, in that sentiment she
shares—there are a lot of academic folklorists who, who
would hold the same view that, that she did about that.
Though less so today, but s t i l l some.
And, and certainly

during when she was active.
Right up through the '70s.
That's the whole attitude of, and she had this, and you'll
find i t in her writings, the pure unadulterated product.
Tradition.
The old way.
The—in other words, shielding—
And i t ' s , i t ' s really a nineteenth century concept.
And
what motivated the early folklorists to go out and collect
550this ancient stuff, before i t was spoiled, before i t was
changed.

And radio and the mass media is in that sense,
a

tremendous

threat

to

folk

culture.

And

to that viewpoint,
I

think

she

perceived that that way, as did a lot of academic
folklorists perceived mass culture, popular culture as being
a threat to folk culture.
I t ' s really only in the past
twenty years in the field that that attitude has changed.
Where, there are those of us who don't feel that way about
it at all.
That if you're looking at, at grassroots culture
in the larger implications of it, that i t ' s the people that
make i t what i t is.
And i t ' s constantly changing and in the
world we live in today, i t ' s going to change at an ever
increasing rate.
And that's the way i t is.
If you're gonna
weep over that one, you're doomed, because you can't stop
the onslaught of—we live in an age and a, and a society
where

it's

not

isolated,

HG:

Right.

AW:

And it's not gonna be.

But,

threat.

too.

END

SIDE

From early on,

B
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I mean, yeah.

They saw that

To spoiling i t ,
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OOIHG:
This is tape three, talking to Andy Wallace.
Tuesday, February 28th.
AW:

It*s

There were festivals—though she did believe in, you know,
there are recordings of some of the early festivals.
I
don*t know whether you've heard 'em.
The '38 festival,
which is priceless, has stuff on it that, that's incredible.
And in the later '60s there were a couple of them that were
filmed.
were

So there is a record of,

of what those festivals

like.

But I don't know of any—oh,

I don't know, whether any where ever

broadcast on the media.
HG:

Mm-hmm.

I guess I would ask you to, if there's anything that we haven't
covered that you'd like to say about Sarah.
Or if there's
anything you want to sum up with.
Or—it could lead to
another question, I don't know.
But [laughs]—
AW:

No, I think we've covered a lot of ground.
And I think—you
know, it's good you're talking to Priscilla and, and folks
like that, who I think have probably have a lot of insights
into her as a person.
Though--I mean, I'd be interested,
because like a lot of, of, of folks who are driven, who have
a vision, and who basically dedicate their life to one
thing, particularly when that thing is, is something which
puts you on stage and in front of the public—and Sarah also
loved to be on stage.
Sarah always, during those early
years, she emceed the National Folk Festival [laughs].
She
introduced each group; she loved being up there on that
stage.

But it's my observation that those folks, when you start trying
to delve into their personal lives, i t ' s very difficult.
That.
For most of us, her life was her work.
And, and, and
the other side of that, I don't know much about.
I don't
know—I don't think—I mean obviously there was, there are

personal aspects of Sarah, but as far as, 'Did Sarah have
any hobbies? Did she do other things?'
Not that I know of.
She spent, from the time she got up in the morning ' t i l the
time she went to bed at night, [laughs] dealing with, with
the National.
And with, with that part of her life.
I
mean, I'm sure she, there—I'm sure there are other aspects.

but, i t takes some diggin' to find out what they are.
She
was an important person in, I think, in this, in the field.
She was a pioneer.
And remained a
OSOvisionary, I think, to the end.
I don't think, and X don't
think the vision changed a lot.
Which was, to go back to
what we said earlier, both the strength and the weakness.

HG:

As we close here, if there are names that you can think of—
people you think we should talk to.

AW:

Well

HG:

0.k. .

TAPE

IS

AW:

hold—hit

the button a

sec.

PAUSED

I thought I'd take a look at the board of directors and, and
the other miscellaneous and see if there are any other

people I know about that—you know,
know whether you can—I'm not even
and I don't know whether you could
his viewpoint might be fascinating

one person who—I don't
sure whether he's alive
get at him. But I think
if you could, is Burl

Ives.

HG:

I

think he's

AW:

I'm not sure—I,

HG:

Well,

AW:

I'm not

HG:

—the

AW:

I'm not

HG:

—if he isn't,

AW:

He's, he might be.
He's largely, I know, dropped out of
circulation and did years ago.
But I'm not sure whether
he's passed or not.
He lived on the Eastern Shore, here,

I

dead.

I

I

don't—

don't have—

will check into i t .

This is for—

sure he i s .

record so

sure he

if—

is,

then—

Maryland.
Well,

let's see.
There's

HG

Now i s

AW

He

HG

Oh,

an

These are performers.
old

friend

Leonard Roberts.

of hers.

he—

died.

o.k..

Because he was in Pikeville,

Kentucky.

in

AW:

Yep.

Yep.

I'm not,

Was on the board for many years.

I

don't think he's s t i l l alive;

An old—but

I'm almost sure he

isn't.
But I'm not positive.
You know, a lot of these
people I don't--! don't know whether they're—
There's a piece of her writing.

HG:

What is Past is Prologue^

AW:

Yep.

HG:

I*ve read that,

AW:

Yeah,

right,

I mean,

that's it.

I mean you've—she had

these—that's what I was saying yesterday, those, those two
or three paragraphs where she had the spiel down [laughs].
You know.
You know, that one got used a lot.

Ah,

there's one.

If he's still around.

Dave Rosenberg.

HG:

0.k.,

AW:

And—Priscilla would certainly know.
He had a, he was a,
had a group of Bavarian chupe [?] ladder dancers here in
D,C,.
Appeared on the National many times.

Did we even—here it is.
think he's

Ah!

Absolutely.

John Dildine.

HG:

I

AW:

He is in Connecticut.

HG:

0.k..

AW:

But he's still very much around and knew Sarah very well.
Yeah,

I

in Connecticut now.

Yep.

see John from time to time.

Arthur Campa.
Don't know, whether he's s t i l l alive.
But there's
one who goes back to the very beginning, if, if he's still
alive.

E.H. Regnear.

[whispers]

I

Bill Jansen goes way back.

don't remember.

Don't know whether he's still alive.

But another Kentuckian.

Button Jett has passed away,
Putnam has,

George has.

Richard Turner,

an African American.

lOOHG:

Do you think he's s t i l l in Baltimore?

AW

I

don't

know.

HG

O.k. .

AW

But, went back a ways as I
yes.

recall.

Forrest Coggan,

Ah,

I believe that was a dance connection.

Robert Bennett.

Walter Bacad—dance.

Ben Botkin.

Charles

Haywood.
HG:

When you say *dance*,

AW:

Dance troupe,

HG:

—international

AW:

International folk dancing.

Kenny Goldstein.

do you mean like classical dance or—

folk—

There would be an interesting viewpoint.

HG:

O.k..

AW:

I would definitely talk to Kenny,
I'd forgotten about that.
Kenny was also—yeah.
And, and—was, was heavily involved.
He was on the board, I think, for quite a few years.
Probably knew Sarah pretty well.
And in the early years of
it was very involved in the Philadelphia Folk Festival,
which was the other, second major popular folk festival
which still is going.
But it started a few years after
Newport.

HG:

And he was instrumental in i t .

Now Sarah had run the National in Philadelphia, hadn't she?
I

believe

she had.

AW:

Was i t ever in Philly?

HG:

I

AW:

Might have been one year.
It, it might.
I don't remember
all the places i t had been.
It well might have been.

believe

i t was.

J. Mason Brewer.
I

Who—legendary African American folklorist who

don't think is s t i l l alive;

Tom Cheney,
books.
he' s—

from Utah.

I

doubt i t .

An academic scholar.

I'm sure he's not—he was

a

Written some famous

Mormon.

I

don't

think

Norman Warrell,
remember.
don't

from Nashville.
Some of these people I don't
Some of them I do, though.
Alfred Humphries I

remember.

Priscilla

Robert Artz.

E.J.

Niederfrank and

Urner.

Priscilla actually will have—because she, she'll know more about
a

lot of these

for years.

folks

because she was on the board with

'em

And might know whether they're still, still

around.
But at this point in time, this was right before
the board was significantly restructured.
So most of these

people—as a matter of fact,

I can give you a xerox of this.

HG:

That'd be great.

AW;

—are people who had been around for a good while, during
the last years, when Sarah was, was real active in it.
The
next year, if you look at the board, it would be

ISOradically different.
HG

So that was the big change year?

AW

'71.

HG

•71.

AW

What year is that?

Yeah.
Yeah.
Literally, those of us who, who became
involved and—it had been a couple of months, literally,
before this.
I think I came on board in May, along with a
bunch of other people.
Dick Spottswood, Mike Seeger, and
those folks who weren't on the board at this point, but by
'72 all were.
It was gradual.
I mean, we didn't get rid of
twenty-seven people and replace them, you know.
There'd be
six new names in '72 and thirteen new names in '73.
And by
'74, maybe five or six of these people were left.
And they
were Harlowe Dean,

Sutton Jett,

John Dildine,

John Whisman—

chairman of the Appalachian Regional Commission who was
chairman of the board during that period of time.
HG

I've seen his

letterhead.

Is he s t i l l alive?

AW

Don't

HG

O.k. .

AW

He was—I'd be interesting.
I don't—I suspect,
I don't
know for sure.
He wasn't—John was maybe, in his early
fifties? maybe at that point.
So he'd be in his seventies
today.
Powerful man.
Don't know, I don't know whether he
knew Sarah in the old days.
He might've, I don't know.
Or
whether Harlowe and Sutton—because there was some, you
know, there was politics involved in some of this, —whether

know.

they felt i t expedient to bring him in and—you know.
And
though i t ' s virtually, if i t still exists, a non-entity
these days, the Appalachian Regional Commission at that
point was a fairly significant government agency.
And he
was the co-chairman of that.
And in fact, for years our
board meetings were held in his offices, which were right
down the street from,

from our offices.

Just two blocks

down on Connecticut Avenue.

HG:

Well,

I

AW:

Yep.

That's probably all I have to say.

HG:

Thank you very much.

END

OF

guess we can end here if,

INTERVIEW

if you think—

